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            Dramatis Personae

         

         
            Mathilde Belhaj: Born in Alsace in 1926, she met Amine Belhaj in 1944 while his regiment was stationed in her village. She married him in 1945 and, a year or so later, joined him in Meknes, Morocco. After three years at the family house in the medina, they moved to a remote farm where Mathilde gave birth to two children, first Aïcha and then Selim. While her husband worked furiously to make the farm a success, she turned her home into a clinic to care for the health of the peasants from the surrounding area. She learned the Arabic and Berber languages and, despite many difficulties and her opposition to certain traditions, particularly those concerning the status of women, she grew to love Morocco.

            Amine Belhaj: Born in 1917, the eldest son of Kadour Belhaj, an interpreter in the colonial army, and Mouilala, Amine became head of the family after his father’s death in 1939. He inherited Kadour’s lands but, when the Second World War broke out, chose to enrol in a Spahi Regiment. Along with his aide-de-camp, Mourad, he was sent to a POW camp in Germany, but managed to escape. In 1944 he met Mathilde, and they were married at a church in Alsace in 1945. In the 1950s, while Morocco was in turmoil, he devoted himself to the farm, which he dreamed of turning into a prosperous, modern business. He developed new varieties of olive and citrus fruit trees and, after years of setbacks, his partnership with the Hungarian doctor Dragan Palosi finally enabled him to start making a profit.

            Aïcha Belhaj: Born in 1947, Aïcha is Mathilde and Amine’s only daughter. She went to a convent school, where she finished top of the class. A shy, mystical child, she is her parents’ pride and joy.

            Selim Belhaj: Born in 1951, Selim is Mathilde and Amine’s only son. Spoiled by his mother, he too went to a colonial school.

            Omar Belhaj: Born in 1927, Omar is one of Amine’s brothers. As a child and as a teenager he felt a complex mix of admiration and hate for his elder sibling. He resented the fact that Amine fought for the French army and that he was their mother’s favourite. An impulsive young man, he joined the nationalists during the war. In the 1950s he became a leader in the anti-colonialist rebellion and was involved in the violence that preceded Moroccan independence.

            Jalil Belhaj: Born in 1932, Jalil was the youngest of Amine’s brothers. Suffering from mental illness, he lived his life alone in his bedroom, staring endlessly into a mirror. When his sick mother moved to Amine and Mathilde’s farm, Jalil was sent to stay with an uncle in Ifrane. After refusing to eat, he died of starvation in 1959.

            Mouilala Belhaj: Born at the start of the twentieth century, Mouilala married Kadour Belhaj. Though her family was middle class, she never learned to read or write. Many of her ancestors were mentally ill and would run naked through the streets or talk to ghosts. She gave birth to seven children, four of whom survived: Amine, Omar, Jalil and Selma. A courageous, loving mother, she adored her eldest son and admired his French wife, Mathilde, for her freedom and education. Around 1955, starting to show the first symptoms of dementia, she left her house in the medina to live out the rest of her life at Amine and Mathilde’s farm. She died a few months before her son Jalil, in 1959.

            Selma Belhaj: Born in 1937, Selma is the sister of Amine, Omar and Jalil. Cosseted by her mother, this radiantly beautiful girl was jealously guarded by her brothers and regularly beaten by Omar. An inattentive student, she frequently played truant from school, and in the spring of 1955 she met the young French pilot Alain Crozières and became pregnant by him. To avoid scandal and dishonour, Amine forced her to marry his former aide-de-camp, Mourad. In 1956 she gave birth to her daughter, Sabah.

            Mourad: Born in 1920, Mourad is from a small village eighty kilometres from Meknes. In 1939 he joined the army and was sent to the front, where he became Amine’s aide-de-camp before being promoted. Secretly in love with Amine, he was jealous of Mathilde. When the war ended he went to Indochina with a Moroccan regiment. Sickened by the violence, he deserted and found his way back to Morocco, where he took refuge with Amine. Given the job of foreman on the farm, he carried out his duties so zealously that his underlings hated him. He married Selma in 1955.

            Monette Bart: Born in 1946, Monette Bart is the daughter of Émile Bart, an aviator at the base in Meknes. A student at the convent school, she became close friends with Aïcha. Her father died in 1957.

            Tamo: The daughter of Ito and Ba Miloud, two workers living in the douar near the farm, Tamo was hired as a servant by Mathilde. Although treated harshly by the Frenchwoman, she found her place within the Belhaj family and worked for them until the end of her life.

            Dragan Palosi: A Hungarian gynaecologist of Jewish origin, he took refuge in Morocco with his wife, Corinne, during the Second World War. After a bad experience at a clinic in Casablanca, he decided to move to Meknes, where he opened his own practice. In 1954 he persuaded Amine to go into business with him, exporting oranges to Europe. He became friends with Mathilde and helped her when she felt overwhelmed by the responsibility of caring for the health of the local peasants. He took young Aïcha under his wing, giving her books to help quench her thirst for knowledge.

            Corinne Palosi: A Frenchwoman from Dunkirk, Corinne is Dragan’s wife. Her voluptuous body provoked lust in men and suspicion in women. She suffered from her inability to have children and lived a somewhat solitary life in Meknes.
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            The times pay no heed to what I am. They impose whatever they wish upon me.

            Allow me to ignore the times.

            Boris Pasternak
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         Mathilde stood at the window, looking out at the garden. Her opulent, chaotic, almost vulgar garden. Her vengeance against the austerity that her husband imposed upon her in every aspect of life. It was very early in the morning and the sun peeped shyly through the leafy treetops. A jacaranda, its mauve flowers not yet open. The sole weeping willow and the two avocado trees sagging under the weight of fruit that no one ate and that fell to the ground to rot. The garden was never as beautiful as at this time of year. It was early April 1968, and Mathilde thought it was not by chance that Amine had chosen this moment. The roses, which she had brought in from Marrakech, had bloomed a few days earlier and their sweet, fresh scent pervaded the garden. Beneath the trees lay agapanthus, dahlias, lavender and rosemary bushes. Anything could grow here, Mathilde always said. For flowers, this soil was blessed.

         Already she could hear the songs of starlings and she spotted two blackbirds hopping in the grass, their orange beaks pecking at the earth. One of them had white feathers on its head and Mathilde wondered if the other blackbirds made fun of it or if, on the contrary, its uniqueness made it stand out, earned it the respect of its peers. Who knows how blackbirds live, she thought wistfully.

         She heard men’s voices, the roar of an engine. A huge yellow monster appeared suddenly on the path that led to the garden. First she saw its metal arms and then, at the end of those arms, the enormous shovel. The mechanical digger was so wide that it could hardly pass between the rows of olive trees, and the men yelled instructions at the driver as branches were ripped from the trees. At last the machine came to a halt and peace returned.

         This garden had been her lair, her refuge, her pride. She had played here with her children. They had napped beneath the weeping willow and picnicked in the shade of the Brazilian rubber tree. She had taught them to flush out the animals that hid in the trees and bushes. The owl and the bats, the chameleons that they kept in cardboard boxes and sometimes left to die under their beds. And when her children had grown up, when they had tired of her games and her tenderness, she had come here to forget her loneliness. She had planted, pruned, sown, replanted. She had learned to recognise the different bird songs audible at every hour of the day. How could she dream now of chaos and devastation? How could she wish for the destruction of what she had loved?

         The workmen entered the garden and hammered stakes into the ground to form a rectangle twenty metres long and five metres wide. They were careful as they moved around not to crush the flowers with their rubber boots and Mathilde was touched by this pointless consideration. They gestured to the driver of the mechanical digger, who tossed his cigarette out the window and started the engine. Startled, Mathilde closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the gigantic metal claw was sinking into the ground. A giant’s hand penetrated the black earth, releasing a smell of moss and humus. It tore up everything in its path and, as the hours passed, built a hill where shrubs and decapitated flowers lay lifeless amid the soil and rocks.

         That iron hand was Amine’s. Or so Mathilde thought that morning as she stood statuesque behind the living room window. She was surprised that her husband hadn’t wanted to watch it happening, to see her plants and trees torn out one after another. He had told her the hole had to be there. That they had to dig it next to the house, in the sunniest part of their land. Yes, in the place where the lilacs grew. Where the lemange tree had once stood.
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         He had said no at first. No, because they couldn’t afford it. Because water was a rare and precious commodity that could not be used for mere leisure. He had yelled no, no, no, because he hated the idea of displaying such indecency before the eyes of the poor farmworkers. What would they think of the way he was educating his son, of his attitude towards his wife, when they saw her, half-naked, in a swimming pool? He would be no better, then, than the old colonists or those decadent bourgeois families that proliferated all over the country, shamelessly showing off their glittering success.

         But Mathilde did not give up. She swept aside his protests. Year after year she tried again. Every summer when the chergui howled and the sweltering heat frayed their nerves, she brought up the idea of the swimming pool that so repulsed her husband. He could not understand, she thought, this man who did not know how to swim, who was afraid of water. She spoke to him softly, sweetly, imploringly. There was no shame in displaying their success. They weren’t hurting anyone. They had the right to enjoy life, didn’t they, after dedicating their best years to the war and then to this farm? She wanted that swimming pool; she wanted it as a reward for her sacrifices, her loneliness, her lost youth. They were over forty now and had nothing to prove to anyone. All the farmers in the area, at least those with modern lifestyles, had swimming pools. Would he prefer it if she flaunted herself at the municipal pool?

         She flattered him. She praised the success he had enjoyed experimenting with olive tree varieties and exporting citrus fruit. She thought she could persuade him by standing there in front of him, her cheeks pink and hot, hair glued to her temples with sweat, varicose veins bulging from her calves. She reminded him that everything they owned was down to their hard work and tenacity. ‘I’m the one who did all the work,’ he corrected her. ‘I’m the one who decides what to do with the money.’

         Mathilde did not cry or get angry when he said that. She smiled inwardly, thinking of all that she did for him, for the farm, for the workers and their families. She thought about all the time she’d spent raising their children, taking them to dance and music classes, helping them with their homework. And for the past few years Amine had entrusted the farm’s bookkeeping to her. She wrote invoices, paid wages and bills. And sometimes – yes, sometimes – she would falsify the accounts. She would alter an amount, invent an extra farmhand or an order that had never been made. And, in a drawer for which she possessed the only key, she kept rolls of banknotes held together with beige elastic bands. She had been doing this for so many years that she no longer felt any shame or even any fear at the idea of it being discovered. The nest egg kept growing and she believed she had earned it; it was a tax for all the humiliations she had suffered. It was her revenge.

         Mathilde had aged. It was true that she looked older than her years, and that was almost certainly his fault. The skin of her face, constantly exposed to the sun and the wind, was coarser. Her forehead and the corners of her mouth were wrinkled. Even her green eyes had lost their sparkle, like a dress worn too many times. She had put on weight. One day in the middle of a heatwave, to provoke her husband, she had grabbed hold of the garden hosepipe and, watched by the maid and some of the farmworkers, sprayed water all over herself. Her clothes stuck to her body, revealing her erect nipples and her pubic hair. That day the workers prayed to the Lord, rubbing their tongues between their blackened teeth, not to let Amine go insane. Why would a grown woman do such a thing? People might spray water at their children sometimes, it was true, when the sun blazed down so hard that they were on the verge of fainting. But they always told them to hold their noses and shut their mouths because the water from the well could make you sick or even kill you. Mathilde was like a child herself. And, like a child, she never grew tired of begging. She’d talked about the happiness of days gone by, the holidays they’d spent by the sea in Mehdia, at Dragan’s beach hut. Talking of Dragan, hadn’t he had a swimming pool built at their townhouse? ‘Why should Corinne have something that I can’t have?’ she’d asked.

         She was sure it was this argument that had finally made Amine surrender. She had delivered that line with the cruel confidence of a blackmailer. Her husband, she thought, had had an affair with Corinne the previous year, an affair that had lasted several months. She was convinced of this despite never having found any clues other than a hint of perfume on his shirts, a trace of lipstick – those mundane, disgusting clues that are a housewife’s bane. No, she had no proof and he had never admitted it, but it had been so obvious, like a fire burning between their two bodies, a fire that did not last but had to be endured. Mathilde had tried once, clumsily, to talk to Dragan about it. But the doctor, who had grown even more debonair and philosophical with age, had pretended not to understand what she meant. He had refused to take her side, to lower himself to such pettiness, to join the impassioned Mathilde in fighting what he considered to be a futile war. Mathilde never knew how much time Amine had spent in that woman’s arms. She didn’t know if it was love, if they had spoken words of tenderness to each other or if – and this would perhaps be worse – their passion had been silent, purely physical.

         Amine’s handsomeness had only intensified over the years. The hair at his temples had turned white and he had grown a thin salt-and-pepper moustache that made him look like Omar Sharif. Like a film star, he wore sunglasses even indoors. But it wasn’t only his bronzed face, his square jaw, the white teeth that he flashed on the rare occasions when he smiled … It wasn’t only this that made him handsome. His manliness had matured like a fine wine. His movements were smoother now, his voice deeper. His emotional stiffness had come to seem like self-control, and his humourless face made him look like some wild beast, slumped in the sand, apparently listless, but which can, with a single bound, descend upon its prey. He was not entirely aware of his seductive powers; he discovered them little by little as they took effect on woman after woman, as if they did not really belong to him. And this sense of being almost surprised by himself probably explained much of his success with women.

         Amine had grown in self-confidence and in wealth. He no longer spent endless nights staring at the ceiling as he calculated his debts. He no longer ruminated over his imminent ruin, his children’s degradation, the humiliations they would be forced to suffer. Amine slept well now. The nightmares had left him and in town he had become a respected man. These days he was invited to parties; people wanted to meet him, to be seen with him. In 1965 he’d been asked to join the Rotary Club, and Mathilde knew that he, not she, was the reason for this, and that the members’ wives probably had something to do with it too. Although silent and reserved, Amine was the centre of attention. Women asked him to dance, they pressed their cheeks against his, drew his hand to their hips; and even if he didn’t know what to say, even if he didn’t know how to dance, he would sometimes think that this life was possible, a life as light as the champagne he smelled on their breath. Mathilde hated herself at these parties. She always thought she talked too much, drank too much, and afterwards she would spend days regretting her behaviour. She imagined she was being judged, that the others considered her stupid and useless, a coward for closing her eyes to her husband’s infidelities.

         But another reason why the Rotary members were so insistent, so welcoming and attentive toward Amine was that he was Moroccan and the club wished to prove, by increasing its number of Arab members, that the era of colonisation, the era of parallel lives, was over. Of course, many of them had fled the country during the autumn of 1956 when the angry mob had invaded the streets and abandoned itself to a crazed bloodlust. The brickworks had gone up in flames, people had been killed in the streets and the foreigners had realised that this was no longer their home. Some of them had packed up and left, abandoning apartments where the furniture gathered dust before being bought up by Moroccan families. Landowners gave up their estates and the years of work they had put into them. Amine wondered if it was the most fearful or the most clear-eyed who went back to France. But that wave of departures was only an interlude. A readjustment before life returned to its normal course. Ten years after independence, Mathilde had to admit that Meknes had not changed all that much. Nobody had learned the new Arabic street names, and when they arranged to meet someone it was still on Avenue Paul Doumer or Rue de Rennes opposite Monsieur André’s pharmacy. The notary had remained, and so had the haberdasher, the hairdresser and his wife, the owners of the fashion boutique on the avenue, the dentist, the doctors. They might show more discretion now, more restraint, but they all wanted to keep enjoying the pleasures of this chic, flower-filled city. No, there had not been a revolution, only a change in the atmosphere, a reticence, an illusion of harmony and equality. During those Rotary dinners, at tables where bourgeois Moroccans mingled with members of the European community, it appeared that colonisation had never been anything more than a misunderstanding, a faux pas that the French now repented and the Moroccans pretended to forget. Some came out and said that they had never been racist, and that they had found the whole thing terribly embarrassing. They swore that they were relieved now, that things were clearer and they too could breathe more easily since the city had rid itself of the rotten apples. The foreigners were more careful about what they said. If they hadn’t left, it was because they did not want to precipitate the ruin of a country that needed them. Of course, one day they would vacate their place, they would leave, and the town’s pharmacist, dentist, doctor and notary would all be Moroccans. But in the meantime they would stay and make themselves useful. And anyway, were they really so different from the Moroccans who sat beside them at their tables? Those elegant, open-minded men, those colonels or senior officials whose wives had short hair and wore Western dresses? No, they weren’t so different from those bourgeois Moroccans who, without any qualms, let barefoot children carry their shopping home from the central market. Who refused to give in to the pleas of beggars ‘because they’re like dogs that you feed under the table. They get used to it and lose what little motivation they have to get off their arses and work.’ The French would never have dared say anything about the people’s propensity for begging and complaining. Unlike the Moroccans, they would never have dared accuse maids of dishonesty, gardeners of laziness, the working classes of stupidity. And they laughed, a little too loudly, when their brown-skinned friends despaired of ever constructing a modern country with a population of illiterates. Yes, deep down, these Moroccans were just like them. They spoke the same language, saw the world in the same way, and it was difficult to believe that they might one day not belong to the same side, might consider each other enemies.

         To start with, Amine had appeared mistrustful. ‘They’re hypocrites,’ he’d told Mathilde. ‘Before, I was the dirty Arab, the crouille, and now it’s all Monsieur Belhaj we would so like the pleasure of your company blah blah blah.’ Mathilde had realised he was right one night during a dinner dance at the hacienda. Monique, the hairdresser’s wife, had had too much to drink and in the middle of a conversation let slip the word ‘bicot’. She raised her hands to her lips as if to push that abhorrent word back into her mouth, then sighed ‘Ohhhh’, eyes wide, cheeks crimson. Mathilde was the only person who’d heard, but Monique couldn’t stop apologising. ‘Honestly, that’s not what I meant to say,’ she repeated. ‘I don’t know what got into me.’
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         Mathilde never knew with any certainty what it was that convinced Amine. But in April 1968 he announced that the swimming pool would be built. After the excavation they had to pour in the concrete walls then install a plumbing and filtration system; Amine supervised the work with an air of authority. He had a row of red bricks laid alongside the edge of the pool, and Mathilde had to admit that they gave it a certain elegance. They were both there when the pool was filled with water. Mathilde sat on the hot bricks and watched the water level rise, waiting as impatiently as a child for it to reach her ankles.

         Yes, Amine gave in. When it came down to it, he was the boss, the one who put food on the farmhands’ tables, and it was none of their business how he chose to live his life. Before independence the best lands had still been in the hands of the French, and most Moroccan peasants had lived in poverty. Since the protectorate, which had enabled immense progress in terms of healthcare, the country’s demographic curve had shot up. In the ten years since independence, the peasants’ plots of land had been divided up so many times that they were now too small to provide a living. In 1962 Amine had bought part of the Mariani domain as well as the lands belonging to the Mercier widow, who moved to a squalid apartment in town near Place Poeymirau. He had picked up her machines, livestock and grain reserves for a modest price, and he’d rented out plots of land to a few farming families, who irrigated them with seguias. Amine had a reputation locally as a tough, stubborn, short-tempered boss, but nobody ever questioned his integrity or his sense of justice. In 1964 he had received a considerable grant from the government to irrigate part of his farm and to buy modern equipment. Amine told Mathilde many times: ‘Hassan II understands that we are first and foremost a rural country, and that he must support our agriculture.’

         When the swimming pool was ready, Mathilde decided to celebrate with their new Rotary Club friends. She spent a week organising what she called, in English, her ‘garden party’. She hired waiters and went to a caterer in Meknes to rent silver platters, Limoges porcelain tableware and champagne flutes. She had tables set up in the garden and arranged bouquets of wildflowers in small vases: the farmworkers were sent into the fields the morning of the party to pick poppies, marigolds and buttercups. The guests were all very complimentary. The women kept repeating that they thought it all ‘charming, quite simply charming’. And the men slapped Amine on the back as they admired the pool. ‘This is it, Belhaj, this is success!’ When the barbecued lamb was presented, there was a round of applause, and Mathilde insisted that everyone should eat it ‘Moroccan-style’ – with their hands. They all gathered round and dug in, sinking their fingers into the creature’s flesh, picking off the grilled skin and tearing out pieces of the tender, fatty meat which they dipped in salt and cumin.

         The meal went on until mid-afternoon, by which point the guests were all drowsy from alcohol, the heat, the soft lapping of water against the sides of the pool. Dragan, eyes half-closed, nodded gently. A swarm of red dragonflies hovered over the surface of the water.

         ‘This place is a real paradise,’ Michel Cournaud told Amine. ‘But watch yourself, my friend. You’d better hope the king doesn’t come out here. Do you know what I heard the other day?’

         Cournaud had a belly as big as a pregnant woman’s and he always sat with his legs spread and his hands resting on his paunch. His face, flushed bright red, was extremely expressive, and there was still some spark of childhood in his green eyes: a mischievousness, a curiosity that made people warm to him. Beneath the orange parasol, Cournaud’s skin looked even redder than usual, and as Amine stared at his round face the thought occurred to him that his new friend was about to explode. Cournaud worked for the Chamber of Commerce and knew many people in the business world. He divided his time between Meknes and the capital, and at the Rotary Club he was famed for his sense of humour and above all for the entertaining stories he told about intrigues at the Court. He handed out gossip like sweets to starving children. Nothing much ever happened in Meknes, so the smart set there felt cut off from the world, stuck in a dull, provincial backwater. They knew nothing of what was really going on in the major coastal cities, where the country’s future was being decided. The Meknes elite had to make do with official communiqués and rumours of conspiracies, riots and the mysterious disappearances of opposition leaders such as Mehdi Ben Barka and others whose names were never spoken out loud. Most of them were not even aware that for the past three years the country had been under martial law, with Parliament suspended and the constitution ignored. Of course, they all knew that the beginning of Hassan II’s reign had been difficult and that he’d had to face up to an increasingly radical opposition. But who could claim to know the whole truth? The heart of power lay in a distant, veiled place, a place that provoked in these wealthy provincials a mixture of fear and fascination. The women in particular loved to hear stories about the king’s harem of almost thirty concubines. They imagined that behind the walls of the mechouar the Prophet’s descendant presided over parties straight out of a Hollywood epic, with champagne and whisky flowing like water. This was the kind of tale with which Cournaud liked to tantalise them.

         He tried to lean closer to the table and began speaking in a conspiratorial tone. The other guests listened in, all except Dragan who had fallen asleep, his lips vibrating softly. ‘So … I was told that a few weeks ago the king was being driven in a car and they passed a beautiful property. In the Gharb, I think … Well, actually, I’m not sure about that, but anyway, the point is: he liked this place. He said he wanted to visit the farm, to meet the landowner. And in no time at all he bought the place for an amount that he himself decided on the spot. The poor owner couldn’t do a thing!’

         The other guests laughed, but Amine didn’t. He didn’t like it when people spread rumours, when they said bad things about this monarch who, since inheriting the throne in 1961, had made the development of agriculture the country’s first priority.

         ‘That’s just malicious gossip,’ he said. ‘The king is being smeared by the lies of jealous people. The truth is that Hassan II is the only one who understands that Morocco is capable of becoming a new California. Instead of badmouthing him those people should be praising his policies: the dams, the irrigation project that will enable all the country’s farmers to make a living from their work.’

         ‘You’re deluding yourself,’ Cournaud cut in. ‘From what I’ve heard, the king is far more interested in playing golf and having all-night parties at the palace. I hate to disappoint you, my dear Amine, but all that stuff about him caring about fellahs is pure propaganda. If he really cared about them he would already have launched real agrarian reform. He’d have given land to the millions of peasants who have nothing. But in Rabat they know the reality: there will never be enough land for everyone.’

         ‘What do you expect?’ Amine demanded angrily. ‘You expect the government to nationalise all the colonial properties overnight and ruin the country? If you understood anything about my work you’d know that the palace is right to do it bit by bit. What do they know about it in Rabat? Our agricultural potential is immense. Cereal production just keeps rising. I myself am exporting twice as much fruit as I was ten years ago.’

         ‘You’d better watch out, then. They might come here soon and take your land off you so they can give it to poor fellahs.’

         ‘I have no problem with helping the poor. But not at the expense of people like me who spent years and years building viable businesses. The king knows that. The peasants are and always will be the most loyal defenders of the throne.’

         ‘I admire your optimism, my friend,’ Cournaud said with a smile. ‘But if you want my opinion, this king only cares about his own little schemes. He leaves the country’s economy in the hands of the wealthy bourgeoisie who get even richer and thank him by telling anyone who will listen that the king is in charge of everything.’

         Amine cleared his throat. For a few seconds he stared at his guest’s ruddy face, at his hairy hands, and he imagined how it would feel to button his shirt all the way up to the collar and watch him suffocate.

         ‘You should be careful what you say. You could be deported for saying things like that.’

         Cournaud stretched out his legs. He looked as though he was about to slide off his chair and collapse to the ground. He forced his lips into a weak smile.

         ‘I didn’t mean to offend you,’ he said.

         ‘You didn’t offend me. I’m telling you this for your sake. You keep saying that you know this country, that this is your home. So you should know that, here in Morocco, you can’t speak freely.’
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         The next day, Amine hung a photograph in a gilt frame on the wall of his office. It was a black-and-white picture of Hassan II in a flannel suit, gazing solemnly at the horizon. He hung it between a plate from an agronomy textbook about the pruning of vines and a newspaper article about his farm that described Amine as a pioneer in the cultivation of olive trees. Amine thought it would impress the clients and suppliers who came to visit him here, and the farmworkers who came to complain. They were always moaning, those peasants, with their filthy hands resting on his desk, their craggy faces wet with tears. They would complain about their poverty while looking outside, through the glass door, their eyes insinuating that Amine was one of the lucky few. That he could not understand what it was like to be a simple farmhand, a poor yokel with no means of feeding his family beyond an arid patch of land and a couple of hens. They would ask for an advance, a favour, credit, and Amine would refuse. He would tell them to pull themselves together and show some guts, just as he had done when he took over this farm. ‘Where do you think I got all this?’ he would ask, sweeping his arm across the vista. ‘You think I was lucky? Luck has nothing to do with it.’ He glanced at the photograph of the king and thought that the people of this country expected too much from the makhzen – the state and its agents, and more specifically the king and his entourage. What the king wanted were workers, strong peasants, Moroccans who were proud of their hard-won independence.

         His farm was growing and he had to hire men to work in the greenhouses and harvest the olives. He sent Mourad into the neighbouring douars and even as far afield as Azrou and Ifrane. The foreman returned accompanied by a gang of malnourished boys who had grown up in the onion fields and could not find any work. Amine questioned the boys about their abilities. He took them to visit the greenhouses, the warehouses, showed them how to use the press. The boys followed him, silent and docile. The only questions they asked were about their wages. Two of them requested an advance, and the others, emboldened by their colleagues’ courage, said they would need an advance too. Amine never had any complaints about the application of these young men who turned up at dawn and worked themselves into the ground come rain or burning sun. But after a few months some of them began to disappear. Once they’d received their wages, they were never seen again. They had no desire to move to the farm permanently, to start a family, to impress their boss enough to earn a raise. They only had one idea in mind: to earn a bit of cash then leave behind the countryside and its poverty. To leave behind the shacks, the smell of chicken shit, the anxiety of winters without rain and women who died in childbirth. During the days they spent under olive trees, shaking the branches to make the olives fall into their nets, they would whisper their dreams of going to the shanty towns around Casablanca or Rabat where each of them had an uncle, a cousin, a big brother who had gone off to make his fortune and who never wrote home.

         Amine watched them. In their eyes he sensed an impatience, a rage he had never seen before, and it scared him. These boys cursed the soil that they dug. They hated the work they did, even as they did it well. And Amine decided his mission in life was no longer just to grow trees or harvest fruit, but to keep the boys here. At that time, all of them wanted to live in a city. The city was an abstract, obsessive thought that filled their minds, something of which, very often, they knew nothing at all. The city kept moving closer, like a slouching beast, a growing threat. Every week its lights seemed brighter, eating up the darkness of the countryside. The city was alive. It twitched and quivered, creeping forward, bringing with it distant noises and disquieting dreams. Sometimes it seemed to Amine that a world was vanishing, or at least a way of seeing the world. Even the farmers wanted to be bourgeois. The new landowners, the ones who had acquired their properties after independence, talked about money like industrialists. They knew nothing of mud or ice, of violet dawns spent walking between rows of blossoming almond trees where the joy of living within nature seemed as obvious as breathing. They knew nothing of the disappointments meted out by the elements, or the obstinacy and optimism needed to keep trusting the seasons. No, they were content to roam around their domains by car, showing them off to visitors, boasting of their merits but learning nothing. Amine felt the purest contempt for these phoney farmers who hired foremen to do their work and preferred to live in the city, surrounded by people. In this country that for centuries had known nothing but farms and war, all the talk these days was of cities and progress.

         Amine had started to hate the city. Its yellow lights, its dirty streets, its stale-smelling shops and its broad avenues where boys strolled aimlessly, hands in their pockets to hide their erections. The city and its cafés whose open mouths devoured the virtue of young women and the desire for work in men. The city where young people wasted whole nights dancing. Since when had men needed to dance? How stupid it was, how ridiculous, thought Amine, this hunger for pleasure that had taken hold of everyone! In reality Amine knew nothing of the big cities and the last time he’d been to Casablanca the country had still been ruled by the French. He understood very little of politics and did not waste his time reading newspapers. Everything he knew came from his brother Omar, who lived in Casablanca now and worked for the intelligence services. Omar would sometimes come to spend Sunday at the farm, where everyone – from the employees to Mathilde and Selim – feared him. He was even thinner these days, and his health was poor. His face and arms were covered in blotches. And his Adam’s apple slid up and down his long, scrawny neck as if he couldn’t swallow his own saliva. Omar, whose sight was too bad for him to drive, would be dropped at the entrance to the property by Brahim, his chauffeur. The workers would crowd around his luxury car and Brahim would have to yell at them and shove them away. Omar was an important man now, but he didn’t like to talk about his work. He never went into any detail about his missions, although he did once let slip that he collaborated with Mossad and had been to Israel, where, he told his brother, ‘The orange plantations are every bit as good as yours.’ To Amine’s questions Omar offered only vague replies. Yes, he had prevented plots against the king and arrested dozens of people. Yes, the shanty towns and universities and seething medinas of this country were home to thousands of fanatics and murderers calling for revolution. ‘Marx or Nitcha,’ he breathed, referring to Nietzsche and the father of communism. Omar waxed nostalgic about the days of the struggle for independence, when everyone was united by a single ideal and driven by a nationalism which, he believed, ought to be rekindled. Omar confirmed Amine in his own beliefs: cities were dangerous places full of dangerous people, and the king was right to prefer the peasantry to the proletariat.

         In May 1968 Amine listened to the radio every night for news of what was happening in France. He was worried about his daughter, whom he had not seen for more than four years and who was studying medicine in Strasbourg. He didn’t fear that she might be influenced by her fellow students because Aïcha was like him, fully focused on her work, a quiet, relentless toiler. But he feared for her safety, his little girl, his pride and joy, lost amid the chaos. He never told anyone this, but Aïcha was the reason he had agreed to build the swimming pool. He wanted to make her proud of him. So she, the future doctor, would not be ashamed to invite her friends to the farm one day. He never boasted about his daughter’s success. To Mathilde he said coldly: ‘You don’t realise how jealous people are. They would pluck out their own eye if it made the others blind.’ Through his daughter, through his child, he became someone else. She elevated him, she lifted him out of poverty and mediocrity. When he thought about her he was gripped by an intense emotion, a burning inside his chest that made him gasp for breath. Aïcha was the first member of their family to go to university. You could search as far back through their ancestors as you liked, you would not find anyone who knew more than she did. They had all lived in ignorance, in a sort of darkness and submission to other people or to the elements. All they had ever known was a life of immediacy, a life to be observed and endured. They had knelt before kings and imams, before bosses and colonels. It seemed to him that, ever since the birth of the first Belhaj, the family tree could be traced all the way back to its roots without finding a single existence of any depth, a single person with any knowledge beyond old wives’ tales and worn platitudes. Certainly none of them would have known the things found in the books that Aïcha read. Until their lives’ ends, they would never have learned anything that did not come from their experience of the world.

         He asked Mathilde to write to their daughter, begging her to come home as soon as possible. Her exams had been postponed so she had no reason to stay there any longer, in that country where everything was collapsing. When Aïcha was here again he would walk with her through the plantations of peach trees, between the rows of almond trees. As a child she had been able to point out the trees that gave bitter fruit, and she had never been wrong. Amine had always refused to cut down those trees, to get rid of them. He said they had to be given another chance, that he should wait for the next bloom, continue to hope. That little girl with her thick, unruly hair had become a doctor. She had a passport, she spoke English. Whatever happened, she would be better than her mother; she wouldn’t have to spend her life begging favours. Aïcha would build swimming pools for her own children. She would understand the value of hard-earned money.
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         When classes ended, Selim ran out of school and rode his moped to the sailing club. He went into the changing rooms and saw a group of naked boys playfully whipping one another with their towels. He recognised a few of them; they had been with him at the Jesuit school. He greeted them, headed towards his locker and slowly undressed. He rolled his socks into a ball. He folded his trousers and his shirt. He hung his belt on a coat hanger. Then, standing there in his underwear, he noticed his reflection in the mirror on the inside of his locker’s door. For some time now he had felt that his body was no longer really his. He had been transported into a stranger’s body. His chest, legs and feet were covered with blond hair. His pectorals had grown bigger from swimming, which he practised assiduously. He looked more and more like his mother, whom he now towered over by almost four inches. From her he had inherited his blondness, his broad shoulders and his love of physical activity. This resemblance embarrassed him; it felt like wearing a too-tight shirt whose buttons he could not undo. In the mirror he recognised his mother’s smile, the shape of her chin, and it was almost as if Mathilde had taken possession of him, was haunting him. Now he would never be free of her.

         It was not only his body’s appearance that had changed. It forced on him now so many desires, urges and aches whose existence he had never even guessed at before. His dreams were utterly different from the serene nocturnal fantasies of his childhood; they were like poison, penetrating his veins and intoxicating him for days on end. Yes, he was tall and strong now, but this man’s body had come at the cost of his tranquillity. A constant anxiety gnawed at him. His body went haywire over nothing. His hands turned clammy, chills ran up and down his neck, his penis grew hard. For Selim, his physical development was not a triumph but a devastation.

         Long ago the farmworkers used to make fun of him. They would run after him in the fields, laughing at his skinny calves, his white skin that burned so easily. They called him ‘the kid’, ‘the weakling’, sometimes even ‘the German’ just to annoy him. Selim was a kid like any other and he tried to blend seamlessly into the crowd. He got nits from rubbing his blond hair against the dark manes of the Berber children. He caught scabies, he was bitten by a dog and he played obscene games with the local kids. The farmworkers and their wives let him share their meals, never worrying that the food they ate wasn’t good enough for the boss’s son. All a child needed to grow was bread, olive oil and hot sweet tea. The women would pinch his cheeks and go into ecstasies over his beauty. ‘You could be a Berber. A real Rif boy with your green eyes and your freckles!’ A child that wasn’t from here, in other words: that was what Selim understood.

         A few months before this, for the first time, one of the farmworkers had called him ‘Sidi’, showing him a deference he wasn’t expecting. Selim had been shocked by this. At the time he hadn’t known whether what he felt was pride or its opposite: shame, the feeling of being an imposter. One day you were a child. And then you became a man. People said: ‘A man would not do that’ or ‘You’re a man now, behave like one.’ He had been a child and now he wasn’t, and it had happened so suddenly, with no explanation. He had been expelled from the world of hugs and sweet nothings, from the world of indulgence, and thrown unceremoniously, without warning, into the world of men. In this country, adolescence did not exist. There wasn’t time, there wasn’t space for the hesitations and delays of that hazy, in-between age. This society hated all forms of ambiguity and it regarded these adults-in-progress with suspicion, confusing them with those frightening fauns of mythology, with their goat legs and human torsos.

         In the changing room, alone at last, he took off his underpants and reached into his bag for the sky-blue swimming trunks his mother had given him. As he put them on, the thought occurred to him that he had never seen his father’s penis. This thought made him blush and his face grew hot. What did his father look like naked? When Selim was a child, his father used to take the family to the seaside sometimes, to the beach hut belonging to Dr Palosi and his wife Corinne. Over time he had got into the habit of merely dropping them there and coming back to fetch them two or three weeks later. He never ventured onto the beach himself and he never wore trunks. He claimed he had too much work and that the holidays were a luxury he could not afford. But Selim had heard Mathilde saying that Amine was afraid of the water and that the reason he did not join in with their summer fun was that he couldn’t swim.

         Fun. Holidays. Just as he had no idea what his father’s penis looked like, Selim could not remember ever seeing him relax, play, laugh or take a nap. His father would constantly rail against all those shirkers, idlers and lazy good-for-nothings who did not understand the value of work and instead wasted their time whining. He found Selim’s passion for sport ridiculous: not only the sailing club but also the football team he played for every weekend. As far back as Selim could remember, his father had always worn a look of disapproval on his face.

         His father chilled him, petrified him. As soon as he knew that Amine was there, somewhere nearby, he could no longer be himself. Though, really, the whole of society had this effect on him. The world in which he lived wore the same expression as his father and he found it impossible to be free. This world was full of fathers who must be shown respect: God, the king, the military, the heroes of independence, the workers. Always, when a stranger approached you, they did not ask you your name but: ‘Whose son are you?’

         With the passing years, as it had become more and more obvious that he would not become, like his father, a farmer, Selim had felt less and less like Amine’s son. Sometimes he would think of those artisans in the alleys of the medina and of the young apprentices they trained in their basement workshops. The young boilermakers, weavers, embroiderers and carpenters who forged relationships full of deference and gratitude with their masters. This was how the world worked: the old passed on their knowledge to the young; the past continued to infuse the present. This was why he had to kiss his father’s shoulder or hand, why he had to bow down in his presence, signalling his total submission. No one was free of this debt until the day he himself became a father and could in turn dominate someone else. Life was like that ceremony of allegiance, where all the dignitaries of the kingdom, all the tribal chiefs, all the proud handsome men in their white djellabas, in their burnouses, lined up to kiss the king’s palm.

         
             

         

         At the club, his coach always told him he could become a great champion if he showed absolute dedication. But Selim had no idea what kind of man he could be. He didn’t like school. His teachers, the Jesuits, castigated him for his laziness. He did not misbehave, did not talk back to adults, and he lowered his head when they threw his mediocre homework assignments at his face. He had the feeling that he was not in the right place, that he had somehow been born into the wrong world. As if someone had made a mistake and accidentally dropped him in this stupid, boring town, surrounded by the narrow-minded denizens of the petit bourgeois. School was torture for Selim. He always found it hard to concentrate on his books. His mind was drawn elsewhere, towards the trees in the courtyard, the dust motes dancing in a beam of sunlight, a girl’s face smiling at him through a window. As a child he had dreaded maths lessons. He never understood a thing his teacher said. All the numbers and symbols swirled in a shapeless muddle that made him want to scream. The teacher would question him and Selim would stammer something in reply, his voice soon drowned out by his classmates’ laughter. His mother had read books about his speech impediment. She’d wanted to take him to a doctor. Selim had always felt tense, constrained, restricted. He felt as if his whole life had been spent in one of those torture devices where the prisoner can neither stand up straight nor lie down flat.

         In the pool, when he swam, he found a certain serenity. He had to exhaust his body. In the water, when his only goal was to breathe and move fast, he was able to gather his thoughts. As if finally he could find the right beat, the right rhythm to create a kind of harmony between his body and his soul. That day, while he swam lengths under the supervision of his coach, his mind drifted. He wondered if his parents loved each other. He had never heard them exchange words of affection or seen them kiss. Sometimes they would go whole days without speaking to each other and Selim could detect a torrent of hate and resentment flowing between them. When Mathilde became angry or sad she lost all sense of modesty and reserve. She used vulgar expressions, she shouted, and Amine had to order her to shut up. She threw all his betrayals and infidelities back in his face, and Selim, now he was a teenager, understood that his father had affairs with other women and that his mother, whose eyes were permanently red, suffered as a result. The image of Amine’s penis surged into his mind again, so shocking that Selim lost his rhythm, and he heard the voice of his coach berating him from the edge of the pool.

         Amine did not care about his son’s bad marks at school. The day before, a teacher had summoned Mathilde to his office to tell her that Selim was a waster who would never pass his baccalauréat. Amine hadn’t passed it either. ‘And it didn’t do me any harm,’ he told his son. Amine had taken him on a tour of the farm. In the humid warmth of the greenhouses, in the overheated warehouses where plants were loaded onto trucks, his father had listed all the things that would soon be his. As he did this he appeared to be watching his son’s face for signs of pride, even vanity, at the idea of one day being the lord of this domain. But Selim had not been able to hide his boredom. While his father was telling him about new irrigation techniques that they ought to invest in, Selim spotted a plastic bottle lying on the floor. Without thinking he gave it a kick, sending it flying towards a boy leaning against a wall, who laughed. Amine slapped the back of his son’s head. ‘Can’t you see these people are working?’ He started cursing then, loudly bemoaning the fact that Selim lacked the seriousness of his sister, whose only fault was that she was a woman.

         Aïcha, Aïcha. His sister’s name alone was enough to send him into a rage. When she’d left for France four years earlier, Selim had felt an enormous sense of relief. The tree that cast him in shadow had been cut down and, bathed at last in full sunlight, he could grow normally again. But tonight, Aïcha was coming home.
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